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History in the Making

In Memoriam
bell hooks (1952–2021)
By Cecelia Smith

.
Figure 1. bell hooks (1952-2021). Courtesy of Alex Lozupone, Wikimedia
Commons.1

bell hooks (birth name, Gloria Jean Watkins) purposely used
lower-case lettering in her pseudonym, a name borrowed from her
great-grandmother, Bell Blair Hooks (n.d.). The use of lower-case
lettering was deliberate and significant. While this distinguished
her from her ancestor, more importantly, she assigned a lessened
degree of relevance to the name itself, proffering a focus on the
power of her words and the intensity of her message. However, the
1

Alex Lozupone, “bell hooks,” Wikimedia Commons, October 10, 2014,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lozu_mont_oct8_bellhooooooooks.pn
g.
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small letters accomplished the exact opposite. They became the
beacon that drove scholars and laymen to her voice. bell hooks
offered a vision for academia that has male-dominated
representation and narratives at its core. With her observations and
analyses, she invited the world to join her in an effort to uplift
Black women. As an author, professor, and activist, she used the
lens of feminism to create a body of work that continues to be
foundational for students, historians, teachers, children, and
anyone who desires a lesson in inclusivity and diversity.
Before bell hooks, the Seeker
She arrived on September 25, 1952, in Hopkinsville, Kentucky,
and was named Gloria Jean Watkins, one of six children born to
Rosa Bell Oldham Watkins (1929–2012) and Veodis Watkins
(1920–2008). Her father found work as a janitor, and her mother
was employed as a maid.2 The large working-class family resided
in a rural section of Kentucky, a southern state with closer ties to
the Midwest than the South. In the decade of her birth, the city saw
its largest increase in population, from 12,526 in 1950, to 19,465 in
1960.3
During her young, formative years, segregation in her rural
city and schools would have an effect on hooks’ ultimate
philosophical beliefs, but perhaps it fortified in her a measure of
freedom that might have inhibited others’ growth. In her book,
Appalachian Elegy: Poetry and Place, published in 2012, she
reflected on life growing up in Kentucky, calling herself “wild.”
She wrote,

2

“Bell Hooks Biography,” Encyclopedia of World Biography, accessed March
5, 2022, https://www.notablebiographies.com/He-Ho/Hooks-Bell.html.
3
Jennifer P. Brown, “Fewer than 200 people lived in Hopkinsville at the start of
the 19th century,” Hoptown Chronicle, April 9, 2020,
https://hoptownchronicle.org/fewer-than-200-people-lived-in-hopkinsville-atthe-start-of-the-19th-century/.
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I have no fear here, in this world of trees, weeds,
and growing things. This is the world I was born
into: a world of wild things. In it the wilderness in
me speaks. I am wild. …Even as a child I knew that
to be raised in the country, to come from the
backwoods, left one without meaning or presence.
To be from the backwoods was to be part of the
wild.4
That wildness persisted as hooks sought to create her own identity
and construct her own pathway.
In her 1996 memoir, Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood,
each chapter is a small vignette, offering memories of a colorful
life, unhesitatingly open and raw; she exposed herself to the reader,
inviting them on her journey toward self-discovery and selfdetermination, and it was clear from the beginning of her life, she
displayed a defiant streak. Throughout the memoir, hooks
referenced herself as “she,” and named herself and the other
children “we.” This practice enabled the reader to appreciate a
more intimate story. By not naming herself, the prose speaks, the
experiences resonate, and the reader envisions themselves
alongside her. Perhaps for some Black women, it echoes their own
traditions. Storied feminist, Gloria Steinem (b. 1934), with whom
hooks would later in life develop a friendship, praised the book
stating, “With the emotion of poetry, the narrative of a novel, and
the truth of experience, bell hooks weaves a girlhood memoir you
won’t be able to put down—or forget. Bone Black takes us into the
cave of self-creation.”5
In the introduction, hooks wrote, “It is the story of girlhood
rebellion, of my struggle to create self and identity distinct from
and yet inclusive of the world around me.”6 An avid reader, her
4

bell hooks, Appalachian Elegy, Poetry and Place, (Kentucky: University Press
of Kentucky, 2012), Kindle edition.
5
bell hooks, Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood (New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 1996.
6
hooks, Bone Black, 1.
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memoir praised the reading of books and the love of poetry. She
wrote:
She finds another world in books. Escaping into the
world of novels is one way she learns to enjoy life.
But novels only ease the pain momentarily, as she
holds the book in hand, as she reads. It is poetry that
changes everything. When she discovers the
Romantics it is like losing a part of herself and
recovering it. …she memorizes poems. She recites
them ironing or washing dishes. Reading Emily
Dickinson she senses that the spirit can grow in the
solitary life.7
That love of reading remained with her throughout her life.
As she continued her education, hooks later moved through
integrated schools in the 1960s, graduating from Hopkinsville
High School.8 She accepted a scholarship to Stanford University
and worked as a telephone operator. She credited her fellow Black
women workers at the Berkeley Telephone Office, explaining that
their belief in her voice was her sustainment.9 Watkins obtained a
BA in English in 1973 at Stanford University, and an MA in
English from the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 1976. She
completed her doctorate in English in 1983 at the University of
California, Santa Cruz (UCSC). Her dissertation examined the
works of author Toni Morrison (1931–2019), including The Bluest
Eye (1970), and Sula (1973).10 hooks worked in various positions
at UCSC and taught African American studies at Yale University
7

hooks, Bone Black, 131.
“Bell Hooks Biography,” Encyclopedia of World Biography.
9
bell hooks, Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism (New York and
London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 1981).
10
Carol Brennan, “The Life and Work of bell hooks,” Gale, January 5, 2022,
https://blog.gale.com/the-life-and-work-of-bell-hooks/; Toni Morrison, The
Bluest Eye (New York: First Vintage International Edition, 2007); Toni
Morrison, Sula (New York: Vintage, 2007).
8
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in the early 1980s. In the late 1980s, she taught Women’s Studies
at Oberlin College in Ohio, and in the 1990s, she found herself in
New York, teaching at a city college before moving on to the
Henry Holt publishing company.11
Becoming bell hooks, the Feminist
In the late 1960s through the early 1970s, at a time when feminism
and the women’s liberation movement gripped the nation, hooks’
perspective would be one that provided a Black woman’s voice
and a new way of thinking. It was while she endeavored to
complete her first book of poetry that she decided to take on the
pseudonym of bell hooks, thus beginning a journey that propelled
her into the annals of Black literary and theoretical feminist
history. And There We Wept: Poems was her first publication in
1978.12
In an interview between Charlie Rose (b. 1942) and hooks
in 1995, he described hooks as a cultural critic, a theorist, and a
political activist, and recognized her as one of America’s leading
intellectuals. In the video, during which Rose welcomed her as a
repeat guest, he offered that she took her name from her greatgrandmother in recognition of female legacy, and that she used
lower-case lettering to reflect her wariness of ego and fame.13
hooks conferred a short laugh at his description, smiled broadly at
the acknowledgement of the pseudonym, and perhaps reluctantly
recognized the enormity of her prominence. An Essence magazine
article added that the stylization was to emphasize the substance of
books, rather than who she was.14 The lower-case lettering was
11

Ramiro Nikodemus Alexander-Duchesne, “bell hooks - Writer,” Daily Dose
of History, We Buy Black, August 11, 2018, https://webuyblack.com/blog/dailydose-history-bell-hooks-writer/.
12
bell hooks, And There We Wept: Poems (Golemics: Los Angeles, 1978).
13
“Bell Hooks interview (1995),” Manufacturing Intellect, YouTube Video,
10:38, May 28, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ShWJf8BIqI.
14
Bry’onna Mention, “bell hooks, Author, Activist, and Queer Black Feminist
Icon, Dies at 69,” Essence, December 15, 2021,
https://www.essence.com/news/bell-hooks-obituary.
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effective, but not as a deflection away from her. In fact, the
lettering would draw in readers to her. The lower-case lettering
would be a temporary disguise from Gloria Jean Watkins, but her
voice, her words, and her ideas would identify and distinguish the
woman to whom the world would come to know as the feminist,
bell hooks.
During the decade of the 1970s, African American women
and feminism, or the women’s liberation movement, maintained a
tenuous relationship. As had always been the occasion, it was the
face of White women, like Steinem, who pushed the narrative.
Writers Alix Kates Shulman (b. 1932) and Honor Moore (b. 1945)
wrote of the history of the women’s liberation movement. They
described the movement as follows:
During the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, feminist activism –
richly diverse both in the women involved and in its
aims, tone, and strategies – exploded in the United
States and around the world, forever changing
society by expanding the rights, opportunities, and
identities available to women. And at the center of
everything that the women’s liberation movement
achieved was the writing that both forged and
propelled it, writing that continues to inspire,
challenge, educate, and even offend.15
Black women, however, frequently found themselves in the
background of social movements. Morrison in an article written in
1971 surmised that Black women distrusted the women’s liberation
movement. She wrote:
It is white, therefore suspect. In spite of the fact that
liberating movements in the black world have been
catalysts for white feminism, too many movements
15

Alix Kates Shulman and Honor Moore, “A Brief History of Women’s
Liberation Movements in America,” Literary Hub, February 19, 2021,
https://lithub.com/a-brief-history-of-womens-liberation-movements-in-america/.

210

History in the Making

and organizations have made deliberate overtures to
enroll blacks and have ended up by rolling them.
They look at white women and see them as the
enemy – for they know that racism is not confined
to white men, and that there are more white women
than men in this country, and that fifty-three per
cent of the population sustained an eloquent silence
during times of greatest stress.16
It seemed to be among this abundance of distrust, struggles,
successes and failures that hooks brought forth her voice and
wisdom in championing Black women. She began her book, Ain’t I
A Woman? Black Women and Feminism (1981), when she was
nineteen-years-old and finally published it in 1981. The work was
inspired by African-American abolitionist Sojourner Truth’s
(1797–1883) 1851 speech of the same title.17 Author Maria
Quintana, of the online reference center, Black Past: Remembered
& Reclaimed, called it hooks’ most significant scholarly work
which established her as a formidable critic and intellect.18 The
book highlighted the lives and experiences of African American
women from enslavement beginning in the seventeenth-century
through the twentieth-century, and her influence has been felt
around the globe. Reviewer Ahsas Sood, exploring the ideology of
feminism in India, examined hooks’ seminal work as it related to
Black and White women in the United States. Sood concluded,

16

Toni Morrison, “What the Black Woman Thinks About Women’s Lib,” The
New York Times, August 22, 1971,
https://www.nytimes.com/1971/08/22/archives/what-the-black-woman-thinksabout-womens-lib-the-black-woman-and.html.
17
“Sojourner Truth: Ain’t I A Woman?” Women’s Rights National Historical
Park, National Park Service, accessed March 17, 2022.
https://www.nps.gov/articles/sojourner-truth.htm.
18
Maria Quintana, “Bell Hooks/Gloria Jean Watkins (1952-2021),”
BLACKPAST: Remembered & Reclaimed, January 11, 2010,
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/hooks-bell-gloria-jeanwatkins-1952 .
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hooks brings out the clumsiness that not only
accompanied the infantile stages of feminist
ideology but also clung through two whole
centuries of struggle. Almost till the end of its vigor
(and more often than not, even today) it was only
recognized as a White women’s movement.19
hooks not only addressed feminism and the experiences of
the Black woman in this work, but also considered oppression and
its relationship to the emasculation of Black men. These ideas
would inform later works on Black men, specifically the books,
The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love (2004), as well as
We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2003).20 In her view of
feminism, she understood that in order to address the
dehumanization of the Black woman, one must also confront Black
men and their relationships to their own masculinity. In the same
Rose interview, the issue of Black men and patriarchy surfaced as
hooks expressed her opposition to a much-touted event known as
the “Million Man March.” The march, which took place in
Washington, D.C., on the National Mall on October 16, 1995, was
organized by Louis Farrakhan (b. 1933) of the Nation of Islam, and
various leading groups of civil rights activists, in order to bring
attention to the interests of African Americans and to combat
negative stereotypes of Black men.21 Rose questioned if her
opposition was based on the message being promulgated by the
controversial Farrakhan. hooks responded that first and foremost,
the pervasiveness of patriarchy was problematic. She defended her
19

Ahsas Sood, “Book Review/Ain’t I A Woman: Black Women & Feminism by
bell hooks,” Feminism in India, September 22, 2021,
https://feminisminindia.com/2021/09/22/book-review-aint-i-a-woman-blackwomen-feminism-by-bell-hooks/.
20
bell hooks, The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love (Atria Books:
New York, 2004); bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity
(Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group: New York, 2004).
21
“This Day in History, October 16, 1995: Million Man March,” History,
September 21, 2021, https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/million-manmarch-1995.
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view by offering a correlation between racism, feminism, and
patriarchy. hooks promptly answered:
The situation of race in America right now is like
war. …and the men are going to Washington. That
to me is a real gendered dialogue that conventional
masculinity, which denies a history of race relations
where the engagement of Black women in the
resistance struggle has been so meaningful and so
crucial…Patriarchy has been deadly for the planet
and for Black men.22
It is considerable that she spoke to the ideology of patriarchy, as
her words clearly related her connection of feminism and Black
masculinity. It was also clear in this interview that her view of the
patriarchy necessarily connected to the women’s liberation
movement itself.
Steinem had become the face of the feminist movement,
but Steinem recognized hooks and her role and influence. In a
nearly two-hour dialogue at Eugene Lang College of Liberal Arts,
the two women sat on a stage and discussed how feminism
encouraged transgression. The event recognized the twentieth
anniversary of hooks’ book on educational practices, Teaching to
Transgress: Education as a Practice of Freedom (1994), and
allowed for the school’s community to engage with the author, and
the feminist icon. The moderator, Ann Snitow, first introduced the
celebrated Steinem, addressed her importance in the movement,
talked about how she sought inclusion, and the relevance of
community and diversity. Snitow praised Steinem’s service and
relentless commitment to feminism. But it was her introduction of
hooks that received a rousing chorus of applause and cheers,
underscoring her connection to and popularity within the school.
Snitow spoke for the audience by saying, “Now I’d like to go on
and talk about bell. Yes, we adore her. We learn from her; her
22

“Bell Hooks interview (1995),” Manufacturing Intellect.
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passion and her clarity and her brilliance as a feminist theorist and
activist is well-known to us all.”23 As she followed in her praise for
hooks, Snitow spoke about the importance and ultimate influence
of her work. She stated:
One-hundred years from now, the books that bell
has written and will write are going to be classics of
the feminist movement. …they are dialogic in a
way that very few books of feminist theory in or
outside of academia ever are. She asks the questions
that we want to hear asked. …she’s listening …and
discovers things that we crave to know that we
don’t know we crave to know yet.24
Snitow and the audience recognized and praised the brilliance and
intellect of hooks. Her appearance on this stage, and multiple
subsequent dialogues with Steinem demonstrated her importance
and relevance as a Black woman’s voice inside the feminist
movement.
Befitting bell hooks, the Intellectual
In 1989, civil rights activist Kimberlé Crenshaw (b. 1959) coined
the term intersectionality, developing her theory to describe how
race, class, and gender intersect and overlap with one another,
creating problems such as discrimination in employment.25 Before
Crenshaw, however, hooks demonstrated that same ideological
framework in her own work. While she did not use the term
intersectionality, what she sought to do was show how feminism
23

“bell hooks & Gloria Steinem at Eugene Lang College,” The New School,
YouTube Video, 1:45:29, October 8, 2014,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tkzOFvfWRn4.
24
“bell hooks & Gloria Steinem at Eugene Lang College,” The New School.
25
Jane Coaston, “The Intersectionality Wars,” Vox, The Highlight, May 28,
2019, https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/2019/5/20/18542843/intersectionalityconservatism-law-race-gender-discrimination.
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and Blackness merged by describing the lived experiences of
Black women.
However, hooks not only addressed feminism and
Blackness. She identified as a queer-pas-gay woman and brought
forth the added element of sexuality as a factor in her work. An
article by writer Elyssa Goodman on intersectional feminism
quoted Soyica Colbert, a professor of African American Studies,
who noted that hooks’ canonical book, Feminist Theory from
Margin to Center (1984), called for revised goals to the feminist
movement to incorporate women beyond the educated, White
upper- and middle-class demographic to which it had mostly been
geared.26 According to Colbert, hooks believed that expanding the
framework could be useful to the queer community, the queer
community of color in particular, in understanding how gender and
sexuality are historized. Colbert added, “One of the things that bell
hooks provides for us is this history lesson in thinking about how
these categories are not permanent.”27 It demonstrated hooks’
ability to liberate an idea from the confines that are purposefully
dismissive. Because of her own experiences, she educated the
reader on the many forms of oppression, based on not only race
and gender, but sexuality as well.
In her quest to define feminism and bring disparate ideas to
the forefront, hooks revealed a friendship with Laverne Cox (b.
1972), an actor and the first transgender woman of color to appear
in a leading role in the critically acclaimed Netflix series, Orange
is the New Black. Their hour and a half conversation sought to

26

Intersectional feminism, or intersectionality, was a term coined by Kimberlé
Crenshaw in 1989. The theory was developed to describe how race, class, and
gender intersect and overlap with one another, creating such problems as
discrimination in employment. Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color,”
Stanford Law Review Vol. 43, no. 6 (1991): 1242-1243,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1229039?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents.
27
Jekatyerina Dunajeva, “Book Review: Talking Back: Thinking Feminist,
Thinking Black by bell hooks,” Critical Romani Studies Vol. 1, no. 1 (2018):
129, https://crs.ceu.edu/index.php/crs/article/download/18/11.
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examine what contemporary feminism looked like.28 The
importance of the conversation between hooks and Cox
demonstrated hooks’ own efforts to thwart the idea of traditional
femininity. Her willingness to engage in dialogue with Cox
endorsed her efforts to redefine what it meant to be a woman, as
well as confirmed her solidarity with the LGBTQ+ community.
Braving bell hooks, the Complex
hooks never relented in her stance on feminism, but she would face
controversy. She was criticized for the position she took against
musical icon Beyoncé (b. 1981) upon the release of the singer’s
visual album, Lemonade (2016).29 hooks had previously criticized
the singer in remarks that began a debate. She stated,
Then you are saying, from my deconstructive point
of view, that she is colluding in the construction of
herself as a slave. I see a part of Beyoncé that is in
fact anti-feminist—that is a terrorist, especially in
terms of the impact on young girls.30
Many took aim at her labeling world-renowned, much-beloved
Beyoncé as a “terrorist,” but hooks did not relent. Throughout her
career, Beyoncé has been characterized as a modern feminist,
using her voice and music to uplift young girls and women,
appealing to a different generation that had not been exposed to the
original feminist movement. Her work used music, poetry, and
28

“bell hooks and Laverne Cox in a Public Dialogue at The New School,” The
New School, YouTube Video, 1:36:08, October 13, 2014,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9oMmZIJijgY.
29
Beyoncé, “Beyoncé – Hold Up (Video),” Lemonade, YouTube Video, 5:16,
September 4, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PeonBmeFR8o.
30
Jamilah King, “Is Beyoncé a Terrorist? Black Feminist Scholars Debate bell
hooks,” COLORLINES, May 9, 2014,
https://www.colorlines.com/articles/beyonce-terrorist-black-feminist-scholarsdebate-bell-hooks.
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visuals to narrate a variety of themes, while attempting to vocalize
the plight of Black women and their struggles.
In a commentary published in The Guardian, hooks took
exception to that work by Beyoncé. She wrote,
Viewers who like to suggest Lemonade was created
solely or primarily for black female audiences are
missing the point. Commodities, irrespective of
their subject matter, are made, produced and
marketed to entice any and all consumers.
Beyoncé’s audience is the world, and that world of
business and money-making has no color.31
She argued that “[f]rom slavery to the present, black female bodies
have been bought and sold. What makes this commodification
different in Lemonade is intent—its purpose is to seduce, celebrate
and delight—to challenge the ongoing present-day devaluation and
dehumanization of the black female body.”32 While it seemed
hooks was offering praise for the supposed celebration of the Black
female body in the singer’s work, it was clear in hooks’ opinion
that even though Beyoncé and her collaborators attempted to offer
a different image of Black female womanhood, the work merely
stayed within a repeated framework, one that displayed the Black
woman as a victim. hooks argued that Lemonade did nothing to
change the conventional attitude and sexist attributions applied to
Black women. In a sense, the old stereotypical imagery of Jezebel
and the angry Black woman remained; while Beyoncé chose to
showcase a variety of Black bodies, it did nothing to discourage
the negative narratives, still very prominently used today.33
31

bell hooks, “Beyoncé’s Lemonade is capitalist money-making at its best,” The
Guardian, May 11, 2016,
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/may/11/capitalism-of-beyoncelemonade-album.
32
bell hooks, “Beyoncé’s Lemonade.”
33
The term “Jezebel” remains a prominent stereotype historically attributed to
Black women. The imagery associated with this characterization is that of a
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A compilation of criticism directed at hooks ranged from
Melissa Harris-Perry (b. 1973), a writer, professor, and television
host, and Jamilah Lemieux (b. 1984), a writer and cultural critic, to
panel discussions and other prominent voices in the media. Ebony
magazine writer Lemieux cited hypocrisy arguing,
If all commercial art is commodity, does that really
mean that creating a work that centers Black women
in a beautiful way and speaks directly to and about
us is rendered valueless because it’s available to be
consumed by all? And what does this say about the
dozens of books she’s published, presumably none
of them available for free?34
Black Youth Project managing editor, Jenn Jackson, questioned
hooks’ lack of acknowledgement of diversity in Black feminism.
She said that her issue with hook’s critique as that “while many of
her concerns [were] valid, they [did] not make room for the
particular feminisms of a star like Beyoncé. That is to say, hooks’
expectations of Beyoncé outstrip[ped] the space the artist [was]
herself attempting to make with this work.”35
hooks remained steadfast in her criticism of Beyoncé even
as several prominent Black women in media and academia
weighed in on the debate, sparking a public conversation on
feminism, marginalization, and empowerment. Whether the
argument had a measure of validity or not, it demonstrated the

sexually seductive, promiscuous and lewd woman who “desired” sexual
relations with White and Black men, and therefore could not be victimized by
rape.
34
Sameer Rao, “What You Need to Know About the Reaction to bell hooks’
Critique of ‘Lemonade,’” IMDiversity, May 12, 2016,
https://imdiversity.com/diversity-news/what-you-need-to-know-about-thereaction-to-bell-hooks-critique-of-lemonade/.
35
Rao, “What You Need to Know About the Reaction to bell hooks’ Critique of
‘Lemonade.’”
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strength of hooks’ convictions, and her unwavering efforts to uplift
rather than weaken Black women.
Befitting bell hooks, the Icon
bell hooks passed away on December 15, 2021, from kidney
failure at her home in Berea, Kentucky. She was sixty-nine years
old. According to an article announcing her death in The Guardian,
her niece, Ebony Motley, tweeted: “The family of @bellhooks is
sad to announce the passing of our sister, aunt, great-aunt and
great-great-aunt.”36 The article included a second statement from
the family which recognized her as Gloria Jean Watkins which
stated, “The family of Gloria Jean Watkins is deeply saddened at
the passing of our beloved sister on December 15, 2021. The
family honored her request to transition at home with family and
friends by her side.”37 In conjunction, both statements were
poignant and essential, as well as a message to academia, her
legion of readers, followers and fans. It was an acknowledgement
of her work and who she was as both bell hooks and Gloria Jean
Watkins. But it was also a not-so-subtle reminder that stemmed
from Gloria Jean Watkins herself, a woman who published her
work under a pseudonym in lower-case lettering, to ensure that her
message was the focus.
Her impact was heralded in the media. Such offerings from
TIME magazine, which had included her in part of its list of the
most influential women of the past century, reupped their article in
2020, before her death. They wrote,
If hooks had believed in behaving, she would have
stayed in academia. Instead, she became that rare
rock star of a public intellectual who reaches wide

36

Lucy Knight, “bell hooks, Author and Activist, Dies Age 69,” The Guardian,
December 15, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/dec/15/bellhooks-author-and-activist-dies-aged-69.
37
Knight, “bell hooks, Author and Activist.”

219

In Memoriam

by being accessible. For generations of Black girls,
hooks has been a rite of passage.38
As news of her death reached academia and the public, many
praised her legacy, her voice, and her intellect in wide-reaching
obituaries which punctuated her influence. Many included enticing
snippets and quotes from her work, which no doubt sent readers in
search of more. Hopkinsville, Kentucky offered its own celebration
of her status as a native Kentuckian. On the town’s “Visit
Hopkinsville” website, a section displays directions for various
guided tours. Advertisements for the “Hopkinsville African
American History Cell Phone Tour,” include a young, pensive
hooks. Her face peers from among the posted photographs on the
site with, perhaps ironically, mostly influential male Black
Kentuckians.
bell hooks’ relationship with Berea College developed in
2004 as a result of the college’s efforts and commitment to gender
and racial equality. Starting in 1866, Berea College was the first
interracial and coeducation college in the South, primarily
admitting Black and White students from Kentucky and the
Appalachia region.39 Her status as Distinguished Professor in
Residence in Appalachian Studies, and the endowment of her
papers to the school ensure that her legacy and focus will be an
influential factor for future generations. In their statement on the
death of bell hooks, they expressed their gratitude for her
contributions to the campus community, and celebrated her life and
legacy through the bell hooks center that opened on the campus in
the fall of 2021. The mission statement of the bell hooks center
speaks to hooks’ influence, stating,

38

dream hampton, “100 Women of the Year, 1984: bell hooks,” TIME, March 5,
2020, https://time.com/5793676/bell-hooks-100-women-of-the-year.
39
Berea College, “Statement on the death of bell hooks from Berea College,”
Berea College, December 15, 2021,
https://www.berea.edu/news/statement-on-the-death-of-bell-hooks/.
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The bell hooks center is an inclusive space where
historically underrepresented students can come to
be as they are, outside of the social scripts that
circumscribe their living…Our work is motivated
by bell hooks’ famous insights that ‘patriarchy has
no gender’ and that, therefore, ‘feminism is for
everybody.’40
What hooks recognized as necessary components—hope,
passion, and love—became the principles that helped formulate the
basis for much of her work. She leaves behind a compendium of
books, articles, scholarly works, interviews, and appearances in
films, all of which created a legacy that cements her vision, and
promotes inspiration as well as self-awareness. She published
nearly forty books that ranged from collections of essays to poetry
to children’s books. Titles such as Teaching Community: A
Pedagogy of Hope (2003), Rock My Soul: Black People and SelfEsteem (2002), Communion: The Female Search for Love (2002),
and All About Love: New Visions (1999) are demonstrative of her
vision.41 She won multiple awards and acclamations. Her picture
book for children, Happy to Be Nappy (1999), was nominated for
an NAACP Image Award; it celebrates and affirms Black hair
culture and promotes self-esteem for young Black children.42
The name bell hooks will forever be associated with a
brilliant, outspoken woman, who distinguished herself as a
champion of feminism, in addition to gender and race, in her
commitment to uplift the Black woman. The lower-case stylized
name bell hooks, for whom Gloria Jean Watkins sought to use as
40

“The bell hooks center,” Berea College, September 22, 2021,
https://www.berea.edu/bhc/.
41
bell hooks, Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope (New York and
London: Routledge, 2003); bell hooks, Rock My Soul: Black People and SelfEsteem (New York: Washington Square Press, 2003); bell hooks, Communion:
The Female Search for Love. (New York: Perennial, 2003); bell hooks, All
About Love: New Visions (New York: William Morrow, 2001).
42
bell hooks and Chis Raschka (illustrator), Happy to Be Nappy (New York,
New York: Little, Brown Books for Young Readers, 2017).

221

In Memoriam

homage to her ancestors, accomplished such, and though
contradictory to her desires, ultimately became the transparent
barrier that helped to draw us to her and her work, allowing us for
a few moments in time to envision her greatness.
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